
about child rearing and child develop-
ment (Goodnow and Collins 1996; Palacios
1990); others talk about ‘parental theo-
ries’ about children (Sigel 1985), and still
others about ‘parent’s cultural belief sys-
tems’ or ‘ethno-theories’ (Harkness and
Super 1996).

Despite variability in terminology, what
all these approaches have in common is a
fundamental assumption that the beliefs,
ideas or theories which parents hold about
children and the nature of childhood are
cultural entities. That is, they are shared
between different members of societies
and, although they may take on the nature
of internalised, personal beliefs or ideas,
they are social in origin and are socially
transmitted.

The nuances of emphasis and language
among the various groups of researchers
working in this area are overshadowed by
their shared perspective on the simulta-
neously social and personal nature of
parental beliefs or ideas, or even cultural
models, about the nature of children and
the manner of their rearing. For example,
the American cognitive anthropologist,
D’Andrade (1992) talks about components
of cultural models being ‘intersubjectively
shared’. What he means by this is that all
the members of a social group know that
everyone else shares the idea involved, and
everyone knows that everyone knows.
He could be talking about ‘common-sense’!

Sharing ideas and beliefs is an essential
part of what it is to belong to a culture.
There is social, even survival pressure to
becoming familiar with and internalising
particular items of cultural belief so as to
be able to participate effectively as a 
member of one’s society, and share in
and contribute to the common-sense of
that society. However, what is accepted as
common-sense in one culture might seem
novel and not at all common to members
of another. 

Therein lies one of the fascinations of
studying cultural beliefs about parenting in
cross-cultural context. Cross-cultural and
intra-cultural research has identified dif-
ferences in specific beliefs about parenting

D uring recent years, throughout
the western world, there has been
an increasing social and political

awareness of such issues as child abuse
and neglect, substance abuse by children
and young people, youth homelessness,
and the like. This has generated an inter-
est among policy makers and service
providers in developing programs and
services to support parents in the tasks of
rearing their children. 

In Australia, for example, the Com-
monwealth Government in association
with the National Association for the Pre-
vention of Child Abuse and Neglect has
recently funded an extensive national pilot
of the ‘Good Beginnings’ home visiting
program, as a support to first-time parents.
In Victoria, the State Government is sup-
porting the implementation of an extensive
parent support and education program in
which the activities of nine regional par-
enting centres are coordinated by a central
office which provides research and infor-
mation back-up. Similar initiatives are
underway throughout several other States
and Territories.

In parallel with such recent policy and
service initiatives, recent years have wit-
nessed among researchers a growing inter-
est in parents’ own ideas about the tasks
of parenting, about how they are going
about the business of rearing children,
about the sources they draw upon for
their understanding of the nature of child-
hood, and about the resources they are
able to access to support them in their roles
as parents. 

An important objective underlying this
interest has been to understand more about
the relationships between what parents
think and believe about children on the
one hand, and their day-to-day approaches
to rearing their children on the other. 

Parenting and cultural beliefs 

Inevitably, a certain amount of jargon has
crept into this research domain as it has
emerged into a specialist area. Thus, some
investigators speak of themselves as
engaged in the study of parents’ ideas

and childhood and raises questions about
how these beliefs are related to particular
parenting practices.

For example, generally speaking, North
American parents, and paediatricians,
regard sleep patterns during early infancy
as endogenously determined and believe
that establishment of regular sleep–wake
patterns occurs according to a biological or
developmental timetable which may vary
from one individual to the next. In this
respect, parents can be ‘lucky’ or ‘unlucky’
in getting an ‘easy baby’ (mature sleep 
patterns established early) or a ‘difficult
baby’ (mature sleep patterns established
late). A wide range of individual differences
in the timing of achievement of regularity
in sleep–wake cycles are interpreted
against this unfolding developmental
timetable.

On the other hand, parents in the
Netherlands have a different folklore.
Traditionally, and in contemporary terms,
Dutch parenting in infancy and early
childhood is organised around three 
Rs – rust, regelmaat eet reinheid (rest, reg-
ulation and cleanliness). These concepts
are the centrepiece of advice and encour-
agement which Dutch parents receive
from paediatricians, midwives, health visi-
tors and their own parents. In talking
about child rearing, Dutch parents stress
regularity throughout the day as being
important, not just at sleeping times.
Eating, playing, bathing, bedding – all
have their time and place, for parents and
children alike.

Interestingly, these cultural differences
in parental theories about children and
child rearing are paralleled by differences
in the actual sleep patterns which Dutch
and American babies typically display.
Whereas American infants are sleeping 13
hours a day in total at three months, at the
same age Netherlands babies are sleeping
15 hours per day. The difference in total
amount of sleep between American and
Dutch youngsters diminishes with increas-
ing age but is still discernible at six years.
Further, up to eight years of age at least,
Dutch children go to bed significantly 
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earlier than their American cousins (Hark-
ness, Super and Keefer 1992). 

Parents’ understanding of parenting

Parents construct their ideas or theories
about parenting through processes of com-
bining implicit and explicit memories of
their families of origin with current advice
on and experience of rearing their own
children.

Based on research with a community of
American parents, Harkness, Super and
Keefer (1992) proposed three resources
that parents use for thinking about their
children and about themselves as parents:
the remembered family in which parents
grew up; informal sources of cultural
knowledge, such as friends, neighbours,
and relatives; and formal sources, such as
books of advice to parents, the media,
and culturally appointed ‘experts’ in child
care and child rearing. 

To date, comparative research on par-
ents’ ideas about child rearing, however,
has been limited in terms of the topics 
and the number of cultural settings

included in any given analysis. In addition,
cross-cultural studies of parents’ ideas and
child rearing practices have often focused
on societies that are radically different
from each other in such basics as economic
development and household structure,
making theoretical and practical compar-
isons problematic (Harkness and Super
1996).

Australia is a country of great cultural
diversity in which parents from a range of
backgrounds draw upon a variety of mod-
els or theories of childhood to inform their
child rearing practices while living within
a stable, relatively uniform politico-eco-
nomic system. Accordingly, Australian soci-
ety presents a potentially highly informative
context within which to investigate the
impact of cultural models on parenting and
child rearing practices.

Parenting–21 project

One of the major projects in the parenting
and child rearing theme of the current
research program of the Australian Institute
of Family Studies is the  Parenting–21

project. This investigates how ordinary
parents in ordinary Australian families are
going about the task of bringing up chil-
dren who are going to live the major part
of their lives in the 21st century. 

The development of the Parenting–21
project was influenced by consideration of
outcomes from previous investigations 
of parents’ ideas on parenting and child
rearing. The project is also informed by 
an ecological orientation that requires 
consideration be given to the contextual 
layers within which parenting and child
rearing are embedded. These include: the
cultural beliefs about children and child-
hood which inform parents’ approaches to
their tasks; the historical and economic
contexts within which the tasks of parent-
ing and child rearing are framed; and the
social and political attitudes and values that
influence the status bestowed upon parents
and their children in contemporary society.

Accordingly, the project involves study-
ing the relationships between, on the one
hand, parental beliefs, ideas and under-
standing about the nature of children and
childhood, and their child rearing practices
on the other. It focuses upon the rearing
of children from infancy to middle child-
hood and examines the values and beliefs
parents bring to their task; the aspirations,
fears and hopes parents have for their
children; their sources of information about
children and childhood; from whom they
seek help, advice and support when con-
fronted by difficulties; and how all these
influence the strategies they use in the
rearing of their children. 

Parenting–21 is still in the field; when
fieldwork is complete, the data base will
contain information on samples of families
from several ethnic and cultural commu-
nities in Australia, including families from
indigenous, European and Asian back-
grounds. Each sample will include families
with a child who falls into one of five tar-
get age groups ranging from early infancy
to middle childhood.

In addition to its status as a significant
Institute project in its own right,
Parenting–21 is part of an international
network of projects known as the
International Parents, Schools and
Children Research Consortium. The con-
sortium includes teams of researchers
from Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain,
Sweden, and the United States, all of
whom are using comparable instruments
and data collection methods. When
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all these approaches have in common is a
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ideas or theories which parents hold about
children and the nature of childhood are
cultural entities. That is, they are shared
between different members of societies
and, although they may take on the nature
of internalised, personal beliefs or ideas,
they are social in origin and are socially
transmitted.

The nuances of emphasis and language
among the various groups of researchers
working in this area are overshadowed by
their shared perspective on the simulta-
neously social and personal nature of
parental beliefs or ideas, or even cultural
models, about the nature of children and
the manner of their rearing. For example,
the American cognitive anthropologist,
D’Andrade (1992) talks about components
of cultural models being ‘intersubjectively
shared’. What he means by this is that all
the members of a social group know that
everyone else shares the idea involved, and
everyone knows that everyone knows.
He could be talking about ‘common-sense’!

Sharing ideas and beliefs is an essential
part of what it is to belong to a culture.
There is social, even survival pressure to
becoming familiar with and internalising
particular items of cultural belief so as to
be able to participate effectively as a 
member of one’s society, and share in
and contribute to the common-sense of
that society. However, what is accepted as
common-sense in one culture might seem
novel and not at all common to members
of another. 

Therein lies one of the fascinations of
studying cultural beliefs about parenting in
cross-cultural context. Cross-cultural and
intra-cultural research has identified dif-
ferences in specific beliefs about parenting
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the western world, there has been
an increasing social and political
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and the like. This has generated an inter-
est among policy makers and service
providers in developing programs and
services to support parents in the tasks of
rearing their children. 
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monwealth Government in association
with the National Association for the Pre-
vention of Child Abuse and Neglect has
recently funded an extensive national pilot
of the ‘Good Beginnings’ home visiting
program, as a support to first-time parents.
In Victoria, the State Government is sup-
porting the implementation of an extensive
parent support and education program in
which the activities of nine regional par-
enting centres are coordinated by a central
office which provides research and infor-
mation back-up. Similar initiatives are
underway throughout several other States
and Territories.

In parallel with such recent policy and
service initiatives, recent years have wit-
nessed among researchers a growing inter-
est in parents’ own ideas about the tasks
of parenting, about how they are going
about the business of rearing children,
about the sources they draw upon for
their understanding of the nature of child-
hood, and about the resources they are
able to access to support them in their roles
as parents. 

An important objective underlying this
interest has been to understand more about
the relationships between what parents
think and believe about children on the
one hand, and their day-to-day approaches
to rearing their children on the other. 
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Inevitably, a certain amount of jargon has
crept into this research domain as it has
emerged into a specialist area. Thus, some
investigators speak of themselves as
engaged in the study of parents’ ideas

and childhood and raises questions about
how these beliefs are related to particular
parenting practices.

For example, generally speaking, North
American parents, and paediatricians,
regard sleep patterns during early infancy
as endogenously determined and believe
that establishment of regular sleep–wake
patterns occurs according to a biological or
developmental timetable which may vary
from one individual to the next. In this
respect, parents can be ‘lucky’ or ‘unlucky’
in getting an ‘easy baby’ (mature sleep 
patterns established early) or a ‘difficult
baby’ (mature sleep patterns established
late). A wide range of individual differences
in the timing of achievement of regularity
in sleep–wake cycles are interpreted
against this unfolding developmental
timetable.

On the other hand, parents in the
Netherlands have a different folklore.
Traditionally, and in contemporary terms,
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childhood is organised around three 
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agement which Dutch parents receive
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tors and their own parents. In talking
about child rearing, Dutch parents stress
regularity throughout the day as being
important, not just at sleeping times.
Eating, playing, bathing, bedding – all
have their time and place, for parents and
children alike.

Interestingly, these cultural differences
in parental theories about children and
child rearing are paralleled by differences
in the actual sleep patterns which Dutch
and American babies typically display.
Whereas American infants are sleeping 13
hours a day in total at three months, at the
same age Netherlands babies are sleeping
15 hours per day. The difference in total
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earlier than their American cousins (Hark-
ness, Super and Keefer 1992). 

Parents’ understanding of parenting

Parents construct their ideas or theories
about parenting through processes of com-
bining implicit and explicit memories of
their families of origin with current advice
on and experience of rearing their own
children.

Based on research with a community of
American parents, Harkness, Super and
Keefer (1992) proposed three resources
that parents use for thinking about their
children and about themselves as parents:
the remembered family in which parents
grew up; informal sources of cultural
knowledge, such as friends, neighbours,
and relatives; and formal sources, such as
books of advice to parents, the media,
and culturally appointed ‘experts’ in child
care and child rearing. 

To date, comparative research on par-
ents’ ideas about child rearing, however,
has been limited in terms of the topics 
and the number of cultural settings

included in any given analysis. In addition,
cross-cultural studies of parents’ ideas and
child rearing practices have often focused
on societies that are radically different
from each other in such basics as economic
development and household structure,
making theoretical and practical compar-
isons problematic (Harkness and Super
1996).

Australia is a country of great cultural
diversity in which parents from a range of
backgrounds draw upon a variety of mod-
els or theories of childhood to inform their
child rearing practices while living within
a stable, relatively uniform politico-eco-
nomic system. Accordingly, Australian soci-
ety presents a potentially highly informative
context within which to investigate the
impact of cultural models on parenting and
child rearing practices.

Parenting–21 project

One of the major projects in the parenting
and child rearing theme of the current
research program of the Australian Institute
of Family Studies is the  Parenting–21

project. This investigates how ordinary
parents in ordinary Australian families are
going about the task of bringing up chil-
dren who are going to live the major part
of their lives in the 21st century. 

The development of the Parenting–21
project was influenced by consideration of
outcomes from previous investigations 
of parents’ ideas on parenting and child
rearing. The project is also informed by 
an ecological orientation that requires 
consideration be given to the contextual 
layers within which parenting and child
rearing are embedded. These include: the
cultural beliefs about children and child-
hood which inform parents’ approaches to
their tasks; the historical and economic
contexts within which the tasks of parent-
ing and child rearing are framed; and the
social and political attitudes and values that
influence the status bestowed upon parents
and their children in contemporary society.

Accordingly, the project involves study-
ing the relationships between, on the one
hand, parental beliefs, ideas and under-
standing about the nature of children and
childhood, and their child rearing practices
on the other. It focuses upon the rearing
of children from infancy to middle child-
hood and examines the values and beliefs
parents bring to their task; the aspirations,
fears and hopes parents have for their
children; their sources of information about
children and childhood; from whom they
seek help, advice and support when con-
fronted by difficulties; and how all these
influence the strategies they use in the
rearing of their children. 

Parenting–21 is still in the field; when
fieldwork is complete, the data base will
contain information on samples of families
from several ethnic and cultural commu-
nities in Australia, including families from
indigenous, European and Asian back-
grounds. Each sample will include families
with a child who falls into one of five tar-
get age groups ranging from early infancy
to middle childhood.

In addition to its status as a significant
Institute project in its own right,
Parenting–21 is part of an international
network of projects known as the
International Parents, Schools and
Children Research Consortium. The con-
sortium includes teams of researchers
from Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain,
Sweden, and the United States, all of
whom are using comparable instruments
and data collection methods. When
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The Family Law Council of Australia, an advisory body to the
Commonwealth Attorney General, met for the first time in New
Zealand, in Wellington, from 15–17 October 1997.

The meeting, organised at the invitation of the Principal Family
Court Judge of New Zealand, Justice Patrick Mahony, ranged widely
over issues such as the representation of children in family pro-
ceedings, the Hague Convention, and the treatment of domestic
violence in family law proceedings.

Family law migrates quite freely in both directions across the
Tasman with comparisons and exchanges instructive to law reform
and legal practice in both countries. Among the issues covered at

the meeting were child support, discussed with the Child Support
Team of the New Zealand Inland Revenue Department, matrimonial
property developments, presented by the New Zealand Ministry of
Justice, and a meeting with the Family Court Administrative Judges
to discuss the Australian Family Law Reform Act (1995). 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies was represented at the
meeting by Kate Funder. Dr Funder presented Institute research
conducted in collaboration with the Attorney General’s
Department, and ongoing Institute research with implications for
family law reforms including child support, children’s rights and
parental responsibility.

Parenting–21 is a major study conduct-
ed by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies. It is the Australian component
of a larger collaborative research project
– The International Study of Parents,
Children and Schools (ISPCS) – involv-
ing researchers from Australia (the
Institute), Holland, Italy, Poland, Spain,
Sweden and the United States.

In each country, the samples consist
of 60 families with a child in one of five
age groups – six months, 18 months,
three years, four and a half years, and
seven to eight years. Families partici-
pate by taking part in a face-to-face
interview and completing a seven-day
diary and several short questionnaires.
Major themes of the study include
parental concepts of the nature of child-
hood, how parents perceive their own
child’s temperament, and parental
sources of support and advice.

In addition to its contribution 
to ISPCS, Parenting–21 has been
designed to provide a picture of par-
enting beliefs and behaviours which
reflects the diversity of Australia’s 

own families. Thus Parenting-21 in 
Australia is recruiting samples of 
families from Indigenous, Asian and
European backgrounds in Melbourne
as well as families from urban, rural and
remote areas.

To date, data collection has been
completed for samples of families from
Anglo-Celtic and Vietnamese back-
grounds – a total of 120 families.
Families were defined as Anglo-Celtic
where the child and parents were
Australian born, with grandparents
born in either Australia or the United
Kingdom. Vietnamese families were
included where the child was born in
Australia, with parents and grandpar-
ents born in Vietnam. Recruitment of
families from Aboriginal and Islander
communities is still underway.

When data collection and analysis
are complete, the findings from Par-
enting–21 will constitute a valuable
resource for policy makers and ser-
vice providers concerned to support
Australian parents in their tasks of rear-
ing the nation’s children.

results are pooled across all the collabo-
rating groups they will provide a rich
source of information about cultural,
national and international similarities and
differences in how parents across the
world are bringing up their children to
live in the 21st Century. 

‘Bottom-up’ approach to 
parenting studies

Parenting–21 has a high degree of prac-
tical and policy relevance as well as being
informed by a particular theoretical ori-
entation. The project can be interpreted as
a ‘bottom-up’ approach to the study of par-
enting, reflecting the perspectives of par-
ents themselves about how they go about
the task of rearing their children; how
they perceive their competence as parents;
the aspects of their family and community
environments that help them to achieve
what they are trying to do with, for and on
behalf of their children; the things that get
in the way of their being the kind of par-
ents they want to be; and the supports,
whether available to them or not, that
would facilitate their doing a better job.

Such a ‘bottom-up’ approach can be
contrasted with the ‘top-down’ expert-dri-
ven orientation characteristic of many cur-
rent parent education initiatives. Top-down
programs have been developed, by and
large, on the basis of deficit models of par-
ents. They assume that, without input from
experts, parents are likely to get things
wrong. Such ‘expertism’, such colonisation
of parenting as the provenance of experts,
entails the danger of becoming a self-ful-
filling prophecy to the extent that it encour-
ages parents to discount their own
competence and to believe that they must
be instructed by ‘experts’ so as to achieve
competence in child rearing (O’Brien
1991).

By contrast, ‘bottom-up’ approaches to
parenting and to parent support acknowl-
edge that there is no one expeditious
model for successfully rearing children
but, rather, a wide variety of modes and
models (Weisner and Gallimore 1977).
Even within the same families, parents
adopt different strategies with different
children so that, within a single family, par-
enting may differ in content and be dis-
tributed and experienced differently
between siblings (Dunn and Plomin 1990).
‘Bottom-up’ approaches also recognise
the extent to which an understanding of
the strategies which ordinary parents
deploy in the successful rearing of their
children can represent an important
resource from which to develop user-
friendly support services for parents who
may be experiencing difficulty in the rear-
ing of their children.

Future reports from Parenting–21

We look forward to reporting the outcomes
from the Institute’s Parenting–21 project in
future issues of Family Matters, and also to
reporting on the significance for Australia
of the findings from the International
Parents, Schools and Children Project.
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The International Society for Family Law
held its Ninth World Conference in Durban,
from 27–31 July 1997. On a backdrop of
the new South Africa, the conference took
as its focus ‘World Themes and African
Issues’.

It is not unusual for the Society to hold
a conference in the context of intense
political turmoil and change. Its 1991 meet-
ing was in Opatija, in what is now Croa-
tia, but was then Yugoslavia. The new
President of the Society is Peter Sarcevic,
who convened the Opatija conference,
and was later Croatian ambassador to
Washington.

In South Africa, the new constitution is
still being bedded down, in a society under
intense scrutiny both from within the union
and throughout Africa. The opening
address to the conference by Mr Omar,
Minister of Justice, immediately placed
family in the centre of social and legisla-
tive issues. Referring to the common warn-
ings of unsafe streets and civil disorder, Mr
Omar acknowledged the fragility of the
new society, while expressing no tolerance
for unlawfulness.

He recalled the recent history of South
Africa, where economic policies demanded
that families be separated, with workers
(mostly male) in barracks in company
towns, and women, children, the old and
infirm in squatter enclaves. Bachelor work-
ers, the Minister explained, were socialised
into adulthood in conditions akin to war,
with little chance to learn about communi-
ty, or of the cohesion born of interdepen-
dence within a mixed-gender, multi-aged
community. 

With few adult models of integrated
family life and little power to change their
conditions, men may choose random revolt
with the contingent threat of anarchy in
society. The challenge for the new South
Africa is to re-engage these formerly disen-
franchised and socially deprived members
of society. Mr Omar’s view is that such
social and family depredation does not
mend in one generation, and he underlined
the need for both political will and popular
patience in achieving a new society. 

South Africa may seem a distant mirror
to be reflecting aspects of family policies

elsewhere – particularly where links are
made between public order, the values of
youth, and parenting. When people com-
plain about the selfish and uncaring youth
of Australia, we might well look beneath
the surface of such allegations of personal
deficiency. There may be connections
between the impressions young people
make and the economic shifts and social
policies which stop them from their goals
of becoming effective members of family,
community and civil society. 

How can young people make plans,
and commit themselves to work – or the
search for work – if their community offers
few models, and fewer opportunities, for
a career transition from youth to produc-
tive adult? Restructuring industry in the
post-manufacturing era requires a mobile,
commando-style workforce. Yet one per-
son’s flexibility is another’s instability, and
the resultant stress on relationships and
families may become an impediment to
long-term commitments, purposeful pur-
suit of career, engagement in community
and the like. Being mobile in the search for
work, switching industries and being flex-
ible in entering new relationships and
communities are valuable attributes in
effecting economic change. They may be
qualities which sit uneasily with intimacy,
rearing children and building communities.

The rhetoric of the flight from commit-
ment of young men, and of the selfish
behaviour of fathers (Blankenhorn 1995),
is one of personal inadequacy and moral
turpitude. The phenomena may be better
framed as institutional rather than per-
sonal. What obstacles does the society put
in the way of parents being effective,
steady providers and nurturers of their
children? Do institutions encourage and
profit from exactly the same values which
make it difficult for parents to provide
and partnerships to endure? What respon-
sibilities accrue to industry and govern-
ments for the social costs of such change?

When something akin to ghettos of
poverty are described in Australia follow-
ing the massive restructuring of manufac-
turing industry (Gregory and Hunter 1996),
the message to young people is clear: 
be cautious about planning, and about

commitments (whether to a person or a
mortgage). Young people’s values and
behaviours are perhaps ethical responses
to a shifting world. Values like flexibility,
adaptability and mobility may be at odds
with those commonly put in the ‘family val-
ues’ basket – commitment, stability, lin-
earity and engagement in civil society.

Some of the messages from the Inter-
national Society of Family Law Confer-
ence in South Africa were that change
requires structural analysis to keep society
coherent. It is a useful challenge to some
of the easy solutions offered on youth
and parent responsibility.

In South Africa the constitutional means
of assuring family stability and social inte-
gration were the subject of a keynote
address by Justice Sachs, of the Constitu-
tional Court of South Africa. Justice Sachs
was cautious about the immediate effect of
a Bill of Rights in South Africa. He saw
impatience, flowing from unfulfilled expec-
tations, as the enemy of the peaceful con-
solidation of society. He advocated the
setting of realistic limits for what can be
achieved by rights alone in a short time.
Targets such as adult skilling, access to
work and equitable wages are the essen-
tial goals. Achieving these goals, while
recognising family and community in a 
previously disenfranchised society, is a
Herculean task, but not one Justice Sachs
seemed to shirk.

A final conclusion that emerged from
this conference is that family law, although
sometimes seen as ‘soft stuff,’ is as tough
as constitutional law, and perhaps even
more integral to hard economic planning.
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